Pollution and ill health
Pollution of our air and sea and fresh water kills and maims. We know this but it continues. In a big city like London there is now clear evidence that, on days when the levels of pollution rise, so do deaths and strokes and asthma attacks, let alone the gradual levels of poisoning that build over time. We can decide to walk or cycle more (but we still breathe in bad air) or use public transport where possible (not immune either) or retire to the country À but most of us live in cities.
As individuals and even as individual nations we are limited in what we can do to reduce the destruction of our world, but what we can do, we should do À and do it soon. But self-interest ensures that arms sales go to warring nations and sects and that migration of the poorest and most helpless leaves them homeless and destitute, fueling more reprisals. Droughts have become worse due to poor land management and climate change. The dangers to the sustainability of our planet and to all of us who live on it must be regarded as real emergency. And as Edmund Burke noted more than two centuries ago: 'It is enough that good men do nothing for evil to triumph'. In this case, the irreversible damage to our world.
But what should the good men and women of the world now do? Some groups believe that bold action by the disruption of normal, daily life is the only way to bring this issue and force a national change of behaviour to the top of the Agenda. Extinction Rebellion (E R) is a global movement that recently organized two weeks of disruptive protests in central London. They want much faster progress with more aggressive action to halt the emissions that are causing or contributing to climate change. London is a big city and so their actions get a lot of publicity À the more they disrupt the more notice is taken. It is fair to say that, in principle, I believe most Londoners support their general aims, but not all their methods and targets. ER's decision to block the smooth running of London's underground tube system conveying hundreds of thousands of (often stressed) commuters trying to get to work on a weekday morning at Canning Town proved an own goal. ER activists were unceremoniously hauled off the train roof and off the platform by angry commuters, most of whom have no other realistic way of travelling to work. The protesters were then arrested. ER has now admitted it should not have targeted public transport in this way À but they have frequently blocked roads and city squares which holds up other public transport services; namely, London's huge fleet of double-decker and smaller red buses. Admittedly, buses are more polluting than the tube if they are diesel-engined (and some are not), but their purpose is to carry large numbers of people around the city (what a shame they abolished trams and trolley buses). Within the next few years buses will need to become less polluting, but a real problem, which is even less ecologically defensible, are private cars, (many for hire) and the large numbers of throbbing diesel driven (currently exempt) black cabs. To this can be added the vast numbers of (white) delivery vans transporting a mass of stuff ordered online to people's homes and offices in town all day and night.
Then there is our postal service with all intercity deliveries taken by road and not by train as formerly. And there are ever bigger lorries thundering the length and breadth of the country packed with agricultural and manufactured products. Our airports round London are amongst the busiest in the world, with planes waiting to land forced to waste fuel and emit noise and pollution as they circle for long periods in the skies above London, while those waiting to take off edge slowly in a long queue along the tarmac until they reach their slot for take-off.
We may watch horrified as Brazil and the Borneo allow the burning of forests or, at best, do far too little to halt the heart-breaking and dreadful destruction of some of the world's great forests and its habitat for people and animals. We are faced with increasing and very clear evidence that our glaciers continue to shrink away and at an increasing speed and that this will have a serious and adverse impact on the rivers and other lands that are beneath them. We know that millions upon millions of tons of plastic waste already clog our seas, rivers and sewerage systems. That imperfectly absorbed pharmaceutical tablets are contaminating our drinking water. It is appalling and overwhelming. So what can we À good men and women À do to improve things?
We may not all be keen to march with banners and to spray the city with red foam, or to climb on to Eros in Piccadilly. What we can do is to publicise our views (the pen is mightier than the sword) to support and vote for those people or groups who reflect our views, and to try to encourage and push for a changed urgency in the mindset of our government, city mayors and councils, and also through our own governments and other organizations and charities try to influence foreign governments to do more. Where there is destruction it should be punished but with a carrot if they try to put things in the right direction so that it is economically attractive to stop the destruction of forests and animal habitats. This can be achieved by promoting tourism in some remote regions and in parts of India and Africa and making nations uncomfortable with what were traditional activities such as whaling and hunting.
Sunny and often poorer parts of the world should be supported in harnessing solar heat and if there is a lot of regular wind blowing then that too as reliable sources of solar energy. The French have long established hydro-electric plants.
But back here in the UK we can do our bit, where (give credit where it is due) we have made great progress in providing energy from renewable sources and this continues to become more economically attractive. To save lives and health we must reduce the pollution in our big cities and towns -and improve the state of our seas and rivers.
Pollution is a killer À it is not just unpleasant by reason of noise and smell.
For our own protection we can take some simple steps while it is rampant À we can walk close to the shops and keep away from the edges of pavements flanking busy roads. Shops and stores should be required by law to keep their doors closed unless and until someone wants to come through them. Drivers of any vehicles who leave their engines running when stationary or parked while they look at or chat on their phones should get an instant fine. And why do park maintenance vehicles have to be diesel propelled?
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Pollution is an enormous problem at the present time. With gases and rubbish that we dump we increasingly damage the world we inhabit. Is it though not part of an even greater problem, world overpopulation? We have known for a very long time that the population of the world is steadily growing. There is long-standing literature on what happens when animal populations outgrow their territory. (see for example, Patterson and Power [2002] 'Contributions of forage competition, harvest, and climate fluctuation to changes in population growth of northern white tailed deer ', Oecologia, vol. 130, . However. the pollution problem is bringing it very much more to our attention. How much will the effect that we have on our environment damage our health and our survival? That our population continues to grow is very clear. Kate Whiting, writing for the World Economic Forum on the internet, wrote last year, largely concerning the work of the naturalist David Attenborough. She greatly emphasises population growth. She points out that roughly 83,000,000 people are added to the world population every year. Some populations now have slightly lower birth rates, and the graphic representation of increase is not exponential as one might expect, but it is linear: i.e. nonetheless progressively increasing. That author gives the current world population of around 7.7 billion increasing to 9.8 billion by 2050; that is almost one third larger.
Illnesses, wars and famine tend to reduce populations, but medical science has enabled many previous devastating illnesses to be treated successfully. We no longer have plagues, smallpox, poliomyelitis etc. Many things, for example, cardiac angina, are no longer death sentences. This increases the population both because far fewer people are dying from these causes, and also life expectancy has risen dramatically. For men and women, respectively, life expectancy rose from 48.5 and 52.5 in 1910 to 79.0 and 82.5 in 2010. We are now already under pressure to do something about the pollution, about the damage that our now very large world population causes to our environment, but do we look enough at the serious problem underneath this that at some point we will outgrow the capacity of the world?
We may consider why so little is currently being done to control population? That isn't really obscure. How and in whom to reduce population growth? The main answer would be 'them not us'. The signs are now growing; we have had world wars with huge death, there have been attempts to wipe out whole populations À the Nazi Holocaust, the slaughter of Tutsis in Rwanda. There are now increasing migrations of people to different countries. Even locally and simply, we are aware that the resources to provide good health care for the population no longer match the size of population for which they are needed.
So, can we do anything about it? Do we wait for starvation or a massive nuclear war? Should we follow Hitler who chose a nation to blame and relentlessly and inhumanly murdered as many as he could? More positively we could look at China who not only produced regulations about the number of children people could have, but actually obtained the support of the majority of the population. Wikipedia for example commenting on the one child policy, quoted a study saying that 76 percent of Chinese people said that they supported the policy in a 2008 survey. They point out that nonetheless the policy was reviled in other countries and has now been eased.
Where do we start? We need a policy that will be effective, that is feasible, that can be accepted by the whole population and which is above all humanitarian. Is that possible? Well, yes, hopefully as the alternative is horrific. It is likely to take a genius but perhaps we can start by invoking the ideas and thinking of doctors from all backgrounds in a multi-ethnic society to provide some ideas and inviting lawyers, also from all backgrounds, to suggest how such ideas may be put into place with a high level of approval.
So-doctors and lawyers why not have a go? Start looking at ideas and send us some articles to explain them that we can publish in this Journal on this subject of paramount importance À the present unsustainable continuing growth of the world's population.
